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Uruguay's Partido Nacional (Blanco), key ally of the governing Partido Colorado, has withdrawn
its five ministers from the 13-minister Cabinet of President Jorge Batlle. Political analysts said
the Blancos decision will escalate the crisis in the governing coalition and affect Batlle's ability to
govern. Industry, Energy, and Mining Minister Sergio Abreu announced his resignation Oct. 29,
highlighting the tensions within Batlle's administration.
Blanco ministers have complained that Batlle has sidelined them as he tries to formulate a policy
to respond to economic and social problems. "We are formally presenting the resignations through
the party organs because it is a decision of the Partido Nacional to withdraw the ministers from
the Cabinet," said Abreu in a radio interview. The other Cabinet ministers who submitted their
resignations are Sports and Youth Minister Jaime Trobo, Housing and Environment Minister Carlos
Cat, Education and Culture Minister Antonio Mercader, and Labor and Social Security Minister
Alvaro Alonso. The resignations evidenced the growing tension between the coalition partners,
which peaked Oct. 28 when Blanco party chief and former President Luis Alberto Lacalle (1990-1995)
publicly expressed regret about supporting Batlle in his campaign for the presidency.
Batlle won the runoff election in 2000 with Lacalle's support. His term is for five years. The Partido
Nacional, which is center-right as is the Partido Colorado, agreed to participate in the coalition
shortly after Batlle took office in March 2000. Blanco support was key in blocking the legislative
agenda of the leftist Frente Amplio, which controls 40% of the seats in the bicameral Congress. The
Colorados have 32% of the seats and the Blancos 22%. Lacalle said the decision was the result of
"an accumulation of disagreements and of seeing that the presence of the Partido Nacional was not
valued" by the administration.
"Unfortunately, I believe that this coalition...was not valued or appreciated, as it should have been,
by the government," said Lacalle. He said he hoped that "this brings a positive reaction in the
government." Lacalle said in a radio interview on Oct. 29 that the executive "has been emptying
itself of content. The Partido Nacional wanted more activity, more boldness, more depth, and more
speed."
Batlle said at a press conference that he would not name replacements for the ministers until the
administration had a chance to reorganize the Cabinet. "The executive branch will reorganize
the Cabinet once the [Blanco] convention meets. If...it ratifies the withdrawal of the ministers, the
government will send a bill to Congress immediately to eliminate some of the ministries that now
exist," said Batlle.
On Nov. 3, the Blanco convention ratified the decision to withdraw the ministers. In a tense meeting,
which deepened the divisions and confrontations within the party, members voted 200 to 112
to support the decision. Lacalle said it wasn't about "a rupture" with the government, "but a
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reformulation of the support." In a two-hour Cabinet meeting Nov. 6, Batlle thanked the outgoing
ministers. Vice President Luis Hierro said afterwards that the ministers will stay on until the Cabinet
reorganization is complete, a process expected to take about two weeks. "We will fuse some of the
ministries and eliminate others," said Hierro.

Split will further weaken Batlle
Some Blanco lawmakers said that, although they were no longer represented in the Cabinet, they
would maintain their legislative support of the administration. That support is necessary for passage
of economic-reform laws. But Blanco Sen. Luis Heber cautioned that his party needed a greater
say in policy-making. "Until now we have had Cabinet ministers without any votes," he said.
The withdrawal of the Blancos from the Cabinet will further weaken Batlle, whose popularity has
plummeted because of the sharp economic crisis the country has seen no economic growth in almost
four years and economists estimate the economy could shrink by more than 11% this year.
Uruguay has been further hurt by the crisis in neighboring Argentina. The four-year recession
has driven up unemployment to a historic high of 19% and fuelled social unrest and increasing
protests by public-service workers. The crisis that led to the resignations began with a run on the
banks by depositors who withdrew millions of dollars from their accounts earlier this year before
the International Monetary Fund (IMF) stepped in with a US$3.8 billion bailout (see NotiSur,
2002-08-09).
Pressure from Lacalle had forced Batlle to dismiss his finance minister in July. One of the first jobs of
the new minister, Alejandro Atchugarry, was to impose banking controls, after the run on deposits
had reduced central bank reserves from about US$3 billion to less than US$1 billion in six months.
The IMF package helped calm currency markets and bank depositors. After losing about 50% of its
value since June, the Uruguayan peso has recently shown signs of becoming steadier. Meanwhile,
the government is struggling to reorganize the banking system and reactivate the economy.
Political analyst Oscar Botinelli of the consulting firm Factum said that the Blancos' decision, "more
than weakening the party, weakens the president, who gets weaker all the time." He said, "Uruguay
is entering a very dangerous situation with an extremely debilitated president and still a long time
before elections." Uruguay will have general elections in October 2004 in which, if latest polls hold
up, the leftist Encuentro Progresista-Frente Amplio (EP-FA) alliance would win.

Frustration with government boosts opposition
A Factum poll published Oct. 5 showed the Frente Amplio (FA) coalition could obtain the absolute
majority needed to elect a president for the first time in the 2004 elections. The FA received 52%
of support in response to the question, "Imagine that elections for president and Congress were
next Sunday. Which party would you be inclined to vote for?" In the October 1999 elections, the FA
received 39% of the vote, but its leader and presidential candidate Tabare Vazquez was defeated
by Batlle in the runoff. This is the first poll in which the FA has received more than 50% of voter
preference, and its support is five percentage points higher than it was in August. The poll also
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indicated that the FA would obtain an absolute majority in both houses of Congress if elections were
held now.
Unhappiness with the government's economic policies caused some respondents who were
members of the Partido Colorado or Partido Nacional to support the FA. In the same poll, the
Partido Colorado dropped from 20% to 15% of voter preference, while the PN held steady at 15%,
and the Nuevo Espacio received 2%. When asked about support for an alliance between the EP-FA
and Nuevo Espacio, 54% said they would vote for it.

-- End --
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